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Arab-Jewish Kinship And Interaction:
A Case Study For The Historian
Gad Soffer

I. Arab Claims and Zionist Objections

All History, we are told, is contemporary history. However, to paraphrase George
Orwell's famous dictum, some histories are more contemporary than others. For a
historian and political scientist who happens both to be deeply concerned about
the present state of affairs in the Middle East and who lived in that paJ;t of the
world the history of Jews under Islam holds a special fascination.
For a person with such a background and such predilections, contemplating the
current scene in the Middle East can be an exceedingly sombre affair. Here are two
groups of people-the Jews and the predominantly Muslim Arabs-who for
decades have been living in the throes of a bitter conflict both political and cultural. military and "nationaL" from which neither seems to know how to extricate
itself. Yet, as these things go, the history of Jews and Muslim Arabs and the
record of their relations through the ages are ones of more than just good neighborliness, peaceful coexistence, cooperation and interaction. Some historians, indeed,
have gone so far as to speak of these relations in terms of a cultural symbiosis.
Contemplating the current Middle East scene, then, an observer with a penchant
for history cannot but sit up and reflect. At this stage I will content myself with
siring just one such reflection. The present conflict in the Middle East is commonly
depicted as the struggle of two peoples, or even two "nations"-the Arabs and the
Jews-for control of the same strip of land. Yet the Jew-versus-Arab opposition,
which in today's Middle Eastern politics seems to transcend all other issues, can
hardly stand the test of history, ethnography, sociology or anthropology.
To be sure, Jews who lived in Arab lands since, and in certain cases long before,
the Arabs appeared on the scene never lost sight of their distinctive identity as
Jews. But they were Arab Jews : they spoke, wrote their literary, philosophical and
theological works, and sang their songs in Arabic; they had the manners and the
appearance of their Muslim neighbors; and they acquired many of the mental
habits, literary forms and world views of "Arabs ".
Historians have characterized the long and rich period of cooperation and interaction between Arabic-speaking Jews and Arabic-speaking Muslims as a cultural
"symbiosis". Such a symbiosis, they maintain, was something that Jewry never
managed to attain with any of the other cultures with which it came into contact
in its long and chequered history. The reason for this, according to a noted
authority, was that whereas modern Western Civilization-like the ancient civilization of the Greeks-is essentially at variance with the religious culture of the
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Jews, "Islam is of the very flesh and bone of Judaism. It is, so to speak, a recast,
an enlargement of the latter, just as Arabic is closely related to Hebrew." "Never,"
concludes our authority, "has Judaism encountered such a close and fructuous
symbiosis as that with the medieval civilization of Arab Islam."1
It may be argued, with some justice, that whether true or false, objective of
purely subjective, these historical observations deal with something that is gone
and dead-and that it can have no bearing on the present Arab-Jewish conflict.
It is curious, however, that neither of the two parties to the present conflict seems
to want to let bygones be bygones. In recent years , and especially since the Six-Day
War of June , 1967, Arab writers and publicists, statesman and public figures have
often gone out of their way to stress the thesis that relations between Arabs and
Jews through the centuries had been harmonious and on the whole amicable, and
that the attitude of Muslim Arabs to the Jews had always been one of tolerance,
cordial coexistence, and live-and-Iet-live. A few representative examples of these
pronouncements will be in order:
Trying to explain anti-Jewish statements often heard on Arab radio stations and printed in the Arab press Anwar Nuseibeh, a noted East Jerusalem lawyer and former Jordanian Defence Minister, said shortly after
the war: "The important thing to keep in mind is that statements of this
kind, now frequently heard in the Arab world, are a new phenomenona phenomenon originating in what Arabs consider an injustice perpetuated
against the Palestinians. The attitude of the Arabs everywhere is that,
after this injustice has been lifted, there will be no reason whatever why
Arabs and Jews cannot live side by side as friends, as neighbors, or even
as cousins. After all, the only period during which the Jews were expelled
from Palestine was that of the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem. Jews lived
here whenever Arabs lived here- and they were here after the Arabs came
back, following the departure of the Crusaders. I believe, therefore, that
even when listening to (Ahmed) Shuquiiri's pronouncements and the
propaganda emanating from the Egyptians, the Syrians and the Jordanians,
we must not lose sight of the nature of Arab history and what had actually
happened in it."2
In a book published in Cairo in 1969 by a noted political analyst and a
university lecturer, Dr. Ismail Sabri Abdullah, the author deplores what
he calls "the radical approach" to Israel based-he says "on the so-called
Protocols of the Elders of Zion and drawing many of its arguments from
the Nazi morass." It is , he adds , a view that stands in direct contradiction
to the values of Arabic civilization, which rose and flourished under the
principle that faith and religious observance, rather than racial origins,
are the only yardsticks by which a man's worth should be measured. The
Arabs never considered Judaism a race, but only one of the three revealed
religions. Abdullah then gives the historical facts as he knows them. The
Jews returned to Jerusalem when the Arabs conquered it, six centuries
after their expulsion by Titus. When the Crusaders invaded the city, they
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massacred its Moslems and expelled its Jews, but when Saladin took it
back the Jews promptly re-entered it. In the Middle Ages, again, when
Jews in Europe were being persecuted and forcibly confined to ghettoes,
Jewish thought bloomed in Arab lands. "The Jews," Dr. Abdullah concludes, "lived among us , suffering when our society suffered, and benefiting from its prosperity when it prospered. The Jews of the Arab lands
spoke the language of the Arabs, whereas in Europe persecution drove
them to adopt special vernaculars of their own, such as Yiddish and
Ladino."3
Musa Nassar, former Jordanian Foreign Minister and until his death in
1971, Director of the Bir Zeit College near Ramallah, deplored the fact that
the current conflict between Arabs and Israelis has given rise in Israel
to a strong desire to prevent any form of union among the Arabs , out of
the belief that any such union would prove detrimental to Israeli interests.
Viewed superficially," he writes, "this (Israeli) belief appears to have
some justification. I personally believe, however, that were the Jews to
reflect deeply on the subject-were they to delve objectively into their
own history, take into account their true long-range interests, and look
to the future in the light of the most cherished of their religious teachingswere they to do this they would find that they do themselves a grave
wrong if they continue to be guided by such sentiments. For they no
doubt remember that they had lived in peace with the Arabs for hundreds
of years, when these were at the height of their power and glory. They
likewise must remember that the Arabs had never persecuted them but
granted them complete freedom, and opened before them wide vistas of
business and thought-and this while others engaged in persecuting them
brutally and mercilessly. It is greatly to be regretted that ill-willed political
propaganda has succeeded in distorting the Arabs' lofty moral traits,
including their boundless religious tolerance, thus inducing the Jews to
see the Arabs as their enemies, whereas in fact they were their sole
friends."4
Early in 1965 Ahmed Bahaeddine, editor of the Egyptian weekly AIMusawwar and director of one of the largest semi-official publishing
houses in Cairo, deplored negative Arab reactions to the Vatican Council's
resolution-adopted late in 1964-absolving the Jews of the murder of
Jesus. Bahaeddine started by pointing out that, while Christianity held the
Jews responsible for the murder of Jesus, Islam not only did not accept
this version of the event but also denied it out of hand. The Koran specifically lays it down that "They neither killed nor hanged him-they
merely had an apparition." Tracing the historical background, Bahaeddine
asserted that the Arab area never knew the kind of racialism which in
Europe had led to the rise of anti-semitism. "In the first place, because the
Koran did not accept the theory of Jesus's hanging. In fact, if the Arabs
nowadays find themselves the victims of a fanatical Zionist-Jewish ag-
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gression, they are thereby only paying the price of centuries of racial
European bigotry which reached its peak with Hitler's crimes in the middle
of the twentieth century."s
It is to be noted that these claims are not new-and that in one form or other
they have been made by Arab writers and historians since the years preceding the
establishment of Israel. In 1938, for instance, the Palestinian Arab historian George
Antonius wrote in his well-known history of the Arab nationalist movement, The
Arab Awakening: "Both in the Middle Ages and in modern times, and thanks
mainly to the civilizing influence of Islam, Arab history remained remarkably free
from instances of deliberate persecution and shows that some of the greatest
achievements of the Jewish race were accomplished in the days of Arab power."
Nor were these arguments advanced only by Arabs; after the Six-Day War a
number of Jewish thinkers made similar cases for Arab-Jewish reapproachment. 6
As was to be expected, however, these and similar Arab claims did not pass
unanswered by Zionist writers and historians. Perhaps the classic reply to them
came from the pen of the late Cecil Roth, who in 1946 depicted them as presenting
"a curious interpretation of Jewish history", adding candidly that in the long run
they were bound "to do us a great deal of harm." Writing in the Zionist organ,
New Palestine, Roth wrote: "We are informed by these well-wishers how Jews
and Moslems had lived side by side in perfect amity throughout the world from
time immemorial. without being affected in the slightest by the religious animosities which were making Jewish life in Europe a nightmare, until the rise of
Zionism. The latter, and that alone, we are told, has turned the tolerant Arab
against his Jewish neighbors . .. Remove the menace of Jewish nationalism, we are
informed, and the old conditions will return, and we will be treated again as we
were throughout the ages as a happy band of brothers." Tracing this version of
Jewish history in Moslem lands party to European Jewish historiography of the
nineteenth century, Roth went on to present his own interpretation:
"It must be realized in the first instance that Islam was essentially intol-

erent in theory, in a sense in which Christianity was not, and that at the
beginning Mohammed himself had expelled or exterminated those Jewish
tribes who had refused to accept his new-fangled faith. Later on, when
the initial impetus of fanaticism had exhausted itself, the Moslems imposed
on their non-Islamic subjects a code of observance distinguishable from
that then enforced against the Jews in the Christian world only by a
distinctive dress, the levy of a heavy poll tax, the prohibition to ride on
horseback, and all the rest ... Nor should it be forgotten that the culmination of Jewish degradation in the Middle Ages, so unhappily revived in
our own day-the Badge of Shame-was a Moslem, and not a Christian
innovation. "
Roth then offers a brief sketch of the fortunes of Jews under Arab Islam. He
deals first with "the laboratory-piece ... for the thesis of Judaeo-Arabic amity and
Islamic tolerance"-the record of the Jews in Moorish Spain-and cites a number
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of cases in which Jews were persecuted, forcibly converted to Islam and in other
ways victimized. "But worse happened ... when the fanatical Almohades rose to
power in North Africa and imposed Islam by force on the communities there
which had once played such a great part in Jewish culture . . . In 1146 they
crossed the Straits of Gibralter and introduced the same standards of intolerance
into Spain." Much the same phenomenon predominated elsewhere in the Islamic
world-"sporadic favour interrupted by systematic persecution which often attained what might be termed Occidental virulence." In Egypt, in Mesopotamia, in
Syria, in Morocco, in the Yemen and in Palestine itself, we are told, the lot of the
Jews was fairly uniform-persecution, victimization, humiliation and degradation.
Roth concludes:
"The facts casually and unlabouriously assembled here are enough to
show that in the past the Arabs did not prove themselves paragons of
toleration toward the Jews, such as we are given to believe that they were.
They were as subject as other men to unreasoning bouts of xenophobia.
Their religion was theoretically quite as intolerant as any other faith,
though they may have been less logical and methodical in accepting its
implications and putting them into practice. Moreover, whereas from the
eighteenth century to the twentieth the condition of the Jews in Western
Europe was greatly improved, this was by no means the case generally
speaking in the Moslem world, except under the influence of external
pressure ... "7
Professor Roth was, of course, an internationally-recognized authority on Jewish
history. Yet what he in reality did in his article was first to depict a caricature of
Arab claims and then proceed to demolish it on the strength of another, equally
false caricature of the facts. This is made rather easy by using the simple device
of giving his own formulations, oversimplified to the point of absurdity, of the
version given by those who seek to emphasize the brighter side of Arab-Jewish
relations-largely because such emphasis "will tend in the long run to do us a
great deal of harm." Hence, it would seem, Roth's rather unrealistic and unhistorical
use of phrases such as "happy band of brothers," "paragons of toleration," livirig
"imperfect amity throughout the world from time immemorial," without being
affected "in the slightest" by religious animosities, and so on and on.
I submit that a historical thesis presented with so obviously selective an intent
can easily be countered by an equally selective "antithesis." In Arabic Islam's long
and highly uneven history it is easy, far too easy, for one to point to periods of
religious intolerance and general material misery. The point is not that Jewish
life under Arabic Islam was uniformly ideal or that it had not had its ups and
downs. It is that such outbursts of intolerance and fanaticism-including the rise
to power of the fanatical Berber sect of Almohades in North Africa and Spain in
the first half of the twelfth century-were never directed only at Jews, or even
at non-Muslims generally, but affected all the inhabitants, Muslims not excluded.
Similarly, during the long centuries of Islam's decline and degradation misfortune
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befell Moslem as well as non-Muslim. As protected minorities, moreover, Jews
and Christians may have had to bear the brunt of the general misery.
As to "perfect amity," "happy band of brothers," and "paragons of toleration,"
there was never room-and there is none today-for such superlatives in depicting
inter-group and inter-ethnic relations. In approaching the subject of the Jews' lot
under Arabic Islam one can, therefore , do no better than compare it to their lot
elsewhere-say in Christian Europe during the same span of time. Discussing this
subject at length in his monumental work on the social and religious history of the
Jews, Professor Salo Baron reaches the conclusion that, compared with conditions
in other countries, the status of Jews in Islamic lands was fairly satisfactory in
both theory and practice. Taking issue with Professor S. D. Goitein's statement
that "at the end of the Middle Ages the law governing the position of non-Muslims
under Islam no longer diverged greatly from the attitude of the Catholic Church
towards the Jews," Baron calls Goitein 's verdict "a sweeping generalization . . .
unjustified even with regard to the Mamluk regime."
To begin with, Baron continues, "the mere fact of not being the sole minority,
as Jews often were in Christian Europe, mitigated some of that oppressive feeling
of living alone in a hostile world, which was to characterize so much of Medieval
Jewish thinking in Christian Europe. Nor must we lose sight of the fundamental
difference that, under Islam, the Jews were never treated as aliens ." Baron then
remarks on "the absence of any large-scale expulsion of Jews (under Islam) from
entire countries such as were time and again to interrupt the continuity of Jewish
history in many European lands." In the troubled periods of Islam's decline life generally was insecure, to be sure; but "there was none of that feeling of personal insecurity which dominated the Medieval Jewish psyche of the West. "
To be sure, the Middle Eastern, Moroccan, or Spanish Jew may have legitimately
feared some sudden invasion or civil war. "But he knew that he would then
suffer not as a Jew, but together with other inhabitants of his locality, as if it
had been struck by one of the recurrent earthquakes or famines. In peaceful times
he was protected by law against personal assault almost on a par with the
Moslem, and his average life expectancy was probably at least as high as that of
his 'believing' neighbor. His economic opportunities suffered only from relatively
minor restrictions . . . Like his Muslim confreres, he could traverse the vast
expanse of the Moslem world in search of economic or intellectual benefits. The
majority of Jews undoubtedly viewed all these disabilities and even the irksome
humiliations as but a minor price they had to pay for their freedom of conscience
and their ability to live an untrammelled Jewish life with the confines of their
own community."s
II. The Historical Setting

Encounters between Jews and Arabs, both before and after the rise of Islam,
have on the whole been cordial and mutually beneficial. As soon as a people
called "the Arabs" makes its appearance in history it has been a connection of
some kind with the People of Israel. The immemorial ties which linked the
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Israelites with their immediate southern neighbors are well-established historically.
In fact, "the first fully datable event of Israelitic history, the battle of Karkara
(853-852 B.C.), involved among Aram's allies both King Ahab of Samaria and King
Jindibu, the Arabian, with his 1,000 camels." Arab kings , mentioned by Jeremiah,
began playing a greater role in the destinies of Palestine during the Second Commonwealth, as their regime had displaced that of Edomites in Petra, and had begun
fanning out into Transjordan." "The books of Ezra and Nehemiah and the works
of Josephus are filled with references to petty Arab rulers, the Jewish historian no
longer being able to distinguish them from the ancient Ammonites."9
On the origin, extent and broad human context of these encounters some historians go very far indeed. Alfred Guillaume, the eminent British authority on
Islam, goes so far as to suggest that "the Peninsula"-and that Habiru, Hebrew
and Arab "are interrelated much more closely than might otherwise be supposed."
From a slightly different angle J. A. Montgomery, in his Arabia and the Bible,
asserts that "not from the wisdom of Egyptian, Babylonian or Greek civilizations
came our Western religions, but out of Arabia."IO
Shortly after the fall of Jerusalem in 105 A.D., when Rome incorporated Arabia
into the imperial structure, contacts between Jews and Arabs intensified even
further. Finally, about 358, "the entire area between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean was united with Palestine, probably for Christian as well as administrative reasons, and thenceforth appeared in the records as the province of Palaestina Tertia." How close was the interrelation between the two peoples is evident
from the fact that, centuries before Muhammed, Jews began to settle all over the
Peninsula. "We may," writes Galo W. Baron, "leave in abeyance the question raised
by widespread Arab legends connecting the first Jewish settlers with Moses' alleged
banishment of some of his disobedient followers during his war with Amalek . .. ,
and with David's reputed military exploits in the vicinity of Medina." More definite,
however, "is Josephus' report about Herod's 500 Jewish soldiers accompanying
Aelius Gallus' ill-fated expedition to southern Arabia in 25-24 B.C. This contingent,
like that of the Nabateans, was probably used to facilitate through its knowledge
of roads and its contacts with local population, rather than merely to augment
Roman manpower." It is now clear, too , that up to the sixth century the Jewish
tribes altogether dominated Yathrib (Medina) . These tribes, numbering about
twenty, are mentioned in later Arabic literature and included Banu Zaghura, Banu
Madhir, Banu Quraize and Banu Qainuqa, who between them at one time occupied
fifty-nine strongholds and practically the entire fertile countryside.!!
It was inevitable that such prosperous settlements should attract outsiders. "By
slow infiltrations several Arab tribes drifted into Medina and its vicinity, and were
hospitably received by the Jewish farmers. By the sixth century, these new arrivals
. . . eventually prevailed over their hosts. Nevertheless, Muhammed still found
vigorous Jewish tribes in and around that centre of northern Arabia, possibly constituting the majority of the settled population. Of course, they were not all of
Jewish extraction. In large part they were descended from Arab proselytes, as
indicated, for example, in the remarkable story of the Banu Hishna in Teima. These
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arrivals 'were prevented by the Jews,' says al-Bakri, 'from entering their fort as
long as they professed another religion, and only when they embraced Judaism
were they admitted'."12
The contribution made by these Arabian Jews in the material, cultural and
spiritual fields were important and lasting. The Jews of Yathrib, Khaibar and Teima,
particularly, "seem to have pioneered in introducing advanced methods of irrigation
and cultivation of the soil. They also developed new arts and crafts from metal
work to dyeing and the production of fine jewelry, and taught the neighbouring
tribes more advance methods of exchanging goods and money." In fact, "during
the few generations of Jewish control, the focal northern areas were raised almost
to the high level of the southern civilization, which had long earned for Hiyara and
vicinity the Roman designation of Arabia Felix." However, "as soon as the Jews
were but eliminated from northern Arabia by Muhammed's sword, the whole
countryside relapsed into its former backwardness."13
The Arabian Jews' contribution in the cultural sphere was no less significant.
"Along with the art of writing, they consciously if unwittingly communicated to
their neighbours certain rudiments of their religious and ethical outlook. Always
captivated by effective story telling, Arabs used to foregather in Jewish and
Christian inns and ... listen to the exploits of one or another biblical hero. These
stories need not have clung too closely to the biblical narratives, but were often
adorned with all the embroideries of the later Aggadah, or the creations of the
story teller's own fertile imagination. In the minds of the Arab listeners and, sometimes, of the Jews themselves, these old and new ingredients soon blended into an
indistinguishable whole. Much more than the few merchant-travellers from Mecca
or Himyara, the Jewish settlers thus kept alive the links between ancient Arabian
traditions and the more advanced intellectual heritage of the Syro-Palestinian and
Babylonian Centres." By the time their predominance waned following the appearance of Muhammed, the Arabian Jews "had injected enough of their restless quest
of religious values into the tribes of both Persia and Byzantium to help prepare the
ground for a new effervescence of religious and cultural creativity."14
This interaction between Jews and Arabs was not confined to the inhabitants of
the Arabian Peninsula. Commercial relations on a large scale between Arabia and
Palestine go back to the days of Solomon, and many books of the Old Testament
show that the connection was steadily maintained until the seventh century, when
Peninsula Arabs under the triumphant banner of Islam were to overrun the whole
of the Levant. Though his emergence and rise to power was to be inextricably
connected with the decline of Jewish predominance in the Peninsula, Muhammed
(571-632) had originally set out to win the Jews of Arabia over to his new faith.
For this reason he adopted many of their religious beliefs, customs and practices.
The depth of the impression made by these Jews on the Prophet's mind is easily
discernible in most of the chapters of the Qoran: the uncompromising monotheism,
the insistence of formal prayers, fasting and almsgiving, the adoption of the Day
of Atonement, and the introduction of dietary laws (such as the prohibition of
swine's flesh).
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When one turns from the Qoran proper to the religious laws, one finds that the
rules and practices prescribed in the Qoran are often translated into everyday
practice according to the Law of Moses as it had been developed and expanded
in the Talmud. Many students of Judaism and Islam have remarked upon the
astonishing similarity between the content and form of the Talmud and the Hadith
(the body of the traditions as to what the Prophet Muhammed said and did, and
on which all Law not formally promulgated in the Qoran is theoretically based).
Like the Talmud in respect of Judaism, the Hadith is an authoritative exposition of
Islam-and the more deeply the two sources are explored and studied the plainer
does the similarity become, despite some superficial differences. The effect of
Judaism on the new religion was indeed so profound that, in the words of Professor
Guillaume, it has become "impossible to determine the limits of the latter except
in the categories of the former."15
Physically and materially, the lot of the Arabian Jews in the early years of Islam
was not an entirely unhappy one, except for a brief later period of rift and hostility.
For when he discovered that the Jews refused to accept him, Muhammed turned
his fury against them and proceeded to persecute and expell them from Arabia.
This policy was followed for a brief period by some of Muhammed's first successors; but, as the late Dr. Isidore Epstein put it, before long these rulers' inherited
fanaticism "gave way to almost boundless toleration." They saw in the Jews a
people much akin to them in race and religion; and they also found that they could
be of great use to them in the consolidation of the world conquests. Their control
of commerce, especially foreign trade; their contacts with fellow-Jews everywhere
and their knowledge of Hebrew made them indispensible as interpreters and mediators for the new and energetic conquerors.
Thus, wherever the Crescent bore rule the lot of the Jews began to improve. This
was especially the case in Palestine and in Egypt, where the Byzantine rulers had
interfered not only with the economic and social life of the Jews but also with the
internal affairs of the Synagogue and its services. In Babylonia, which was still the
heart of the Jewish Diaspora and where the Jews enjoyed a privileged existence,
the onset of Islam served only to increase their influence and augment their position. There, in the Islamic capital, Baghdad, the secular authority of the Prince of
the Captivity, the Rosh Galutha, was revived and clothed with renewed magnificence, while the spiritual authority remained vested in the Gaonim, the heads of
the two major Babylonian academies of Sura and Pumpeditha. This institution,
which was regarded by Jews all over the world as the highest authority in all
religious matters, became so prominent in Jewish life during the five centuries of
Islam that they are labelled in Jewish history as "The Gaonic Period."16
By Way of Conclusion
A problem for all discussion of relations between Jews and Muslims, whether
dealing with the present or the distant past, is bedevilled by the most burning
emotions and explicit sensitivities. In their eagerness to repudiate the generally
accepted version of these relations-a version which, it is worthwhile pointing
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out here, originates not in Muslim histories but with Jewish historians of nineteenth-century Europe-certain partisan students of the Middle East conflict
today seem to go out of their way to show that, far from being the record of
amicable coexistence it is claimed to be, the story of Jewish-Muslim relations since
the time of Muhammed was "a sorry array of conquest, massacre, subjection,
spoilation in goods and women and children, contempt, expulsion-(and) even the
yellow badge ... (which was) an original contribution to international discrimination."!7
Informed by a fervour seldom encountered in scholarly discourse some of these
latter-day historians have gone so far as to question the very motives of those
European-Jewish scholars of the past century who virtually founded modern
Oriental and Arabic studies and managed to unearth the impressive treasures of
Judeo-Arabic culture- a culture which was undeniably an outcome of the long
and symbiotic encounter between Arabic-speaking Jews and Arabic-speaking
Moslems. One of these- the one whose remarks were just quoted-takes a remark
made by Professor Bernard Lewis completely out of context and submits it as proof
that, rejected by his Christian compatriots and told that he was a Semite, an Asiatic
and an Oriental, the Jew in nineteenth-century Western sociE;:ty "looked to other
Semites and other Orientals for comfort .... The obvious choice was Islam."!8 Having
thus seized on the idea- it is further claimed-our disillusioned post-Emancipation
European Jew "romanticized (Islam); became its ardent partisan; idealized it ... and
in the process distorted the past of his relation to Muslims to a dream."19
Now to go back to our contemporary student of past Jewish-Arab relations who
also happens to be deeply involved in the current stormy events in the Middle
East. His is obviously a very difficult position. Influenced by a Muslim-Arab environment he is liable to be accused of romanticizing and idealizing his encounter
with Muslim society. It was, of course, the British historian E. H. Carr who first
fully elaborated the theory that all history is relative to the historians who write
it, and all historians are relative to their historical and social backgrounds. "Before
you study the history," Carr counsels, "study the historian ... Before you study
the historian, study his historical and social background."20
Are we, then, to despair completely of finding plain historical truths? Where do
the facts lie and how to set about looking for them? I will only venture an opinion
as to where the trouble really lies. Inordinately bedevilled as it is by current
conflicts and bitterness-must be looked for in the general predilection of men,
historians not excluded, to judge historical periods and widely disparate human
cultures by the standards of their own time and their own culture. It is often
argued, for instance, that while non-Muslim groups living in its midst it has consistently opposed the "national" aspirations of its minorities. 2 !
Yet Islam is not a nationally-oriented religion and nationalism is relatively a very
recent European invention. 22 If Islam opposes the ethnic-national aspirations of the
Jews and the Armenians and the Kurds living in its domain it does so partly because it opposes all ethnic national aspirations, including those of its own followers
-and also, of course, because no sovereign State has ever stood idly by while a
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section of its citizenry made active separatist claims. One of the reflections which
a historian is bound to make about present-day Pan-Arab nationalists is how fundamentally wrong they are in denying others-what they claim as their legitimate
right, namely the right to have a Pan-movement of their own based on secular,
ethnic and semi-pagan premises. This, however, does not justify bringing retrospective accusations against Islam on grounds of its treatment of religious minorities. For one thing, Islam cannot be and has never been seriously identified with
the Pan-Arab nationalist movement. For another, there are obvious and dangerous
pitfalls in trying to apply our own standards to the history of inter-group relations
in a period and within a culture completely different from our own.
By way of conclusion I believe it is possible to say with a good measure of certainty that, judged by the concepts and the standards prevalent at the time, relations between Jews and Muslim Arabs in the past were fairly happy, humane and
more than just tolerable-and that peaceful and fruitful coexistence between the
two groups was made possible partly because of that affinity between the two
religions which no one seems to deny even today.
The truth, however, is that both Jews and Muslim Arabs no longer seem able to
live by the old faith alone. Through innumerable pressures and influences into
which one need not go here, both Jew and Muslim Arab have adopted new faiths
and now worship new gods. It would also be true to say that whatever form of
Arab-Israeli coexistence might be found in the future, this is going to be based on
an understanding between Pan-Arab nationalist and Pan-Jewish nationalist-rather
than on the old link between devout Muslim and observant Jew. This being the
case, I believe one would be justified in asking both sides to have the historical
sense and the responsibility to keep Islam and Judaism out of their present dismal
squabbles.
University of Dayton

NOTES
1 S.

D. Goitein, Jews and Arabs: Their Contacts Through the A ges, New York 1964, p. 130.
From an interview in Yedi'ot Aharonot, Tel Aviv, October 13, 1967 (Hebrew source) Hebrew.
3 Fi Muwajahat Israil (Confronting Israel) , Cairo 1969, pp. 11-13 (Arabic).
4 "Arabs at the Crossroads," in Al-Quds, Jerusalem, December 10, 1970.
S Israiliyyat (Israeli Studies), Cairo, 1965.
6 Cf., among others, Trude Weiss-Rossmarin's article, "Winning the Peace," The Jewish
Spectator, New York, September 1967, pp. 2-18, and Dr. Jack Cohen's essay, "Arabs and
Jews : From Dilemma to Problems," The Reconstructionist New York, October 6, 1967, pp.
7-24.
7 Cecil Roth, "Jews in Arab Lands," reprinted from New Palestine, 1946, in Near East Report,
Washington, August 1967.
8 Salo W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews, New York, 1957, Vol. III, pp.
171-172.
9 Ibid., p. 61.
10 Ibid., p. 256.
2

Published by eCommons, 1972

97

11

University of Dayton Review, Vol. 9 [1972], No. 3, Art. 8
Ibid., pp. 61-64.
Ibid., p. 65.
13 Ibid., pp. 70-71.
14 Ibid., pp. 71, 74.
15 Alfred Guillaume, "The Influence of Judaism on Islam," in Bevan and Singer, Eds., The
Legacy of Israel, Oxford 1928, p. 154.
16 Isidore Epstein, Judaism: A Historical Preselltatioll, London 1959, pp. 180-181.
17 Gil Carl AI Roy, "The Arab Myth of Zionism," in Pattems of Prejudice, London, Vol. IV,
No.6, November-December 1970, p. 5.
18 Ibid., p. 4.
19 Bernard Lewis's assay, from which the above quotations are made by Al Roy, was printed
under the title "The Pro-Islamic Jews," in Judaism, Vol. 17, No.4, Fa111968, pp. 391-404. As
a matter of actual fact, however, Lewis meant none of the sentiments attributed to him by
Al Roy. "Gratitude, sentiment, fellow-feeling," he writes on pages 403-404 of his article,
"all play their parts in the growth of pro-Muslim sentiment among Jews. But underlying
them all there was something more powerful-an affinity of religious culture which made it
possible for Jews, even emancipated, liberal West European Jews, to achieve an immediate
an intuitive understanding of Islam. It is fashionable today to speak of a Judeo-Christian
tradition. One could as justly speak of a Judeo-Islamic tradition, for the Muslim religion,
like Christianity, is closely related to its Jewish forerunner."
20 E. H . Carr, What Is History?, London, 1961 , pp. 24-28, quoted in J . H. Hexter, "Doing
History," in Commelltary, New York, June 1971, p. 53.
21 The author was strongly influenced by the views and ideas of N . Jajewan, to whom he is greatly
indebted. Throughout the article, his views were used, at times cited freely and loosely. The
conclusions a re the sole responsibility of the author.
22 For further evidence and elaboration of this point see Soffer, Gad, "Soviet Muslims and the
Middle East," in The Ulliversity of Day tOil Review, Summer 1969, Vol. 6, No.1.

11

12

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol9/iss3/8
98

12

